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 1 
"Now listen, Mr Leer!": Joyce's Lear 
 
Adam Piette 
 
 
In Richard EllmanQ¶VFRS\RI%HFNHWW¶VMurphy is pasted a limerick written by Joyce 
dated 30th April 1939: 
 
7KHUH¶VDPDXYXVPDUNHGPDJJRWFDOOHG0XUSK\ 
Who would fain be thought thunder-and-turfy. 
When KH¶VRXWWREHFKLFKH 
Sticks on his gum dicky 
And worms off for a breeze by the surfy1 
 
Murphy suffered from a naevus, not maevus, on his buttocks, a growth and birthmark 
which entrances Celia: it is what solders their relations for Murphy, for she alone has 
WRXFKHGWKHPDUN-R\FHMRVWOHVWKHOHWWHUVVOLJKWO\WRFUHDWHµPDHYXVPDUNHG¶: 
therefore marked by the power of Maeve or Medb, the Irish queen of Connacht, so 
subject to the seductions of Irish tradition and Revival-fuelled legend; or, marked at 
birth as subject to unassuageable Irish desire; or, subject to thirst, fRUµ0DHYH¶PHDQV
µLQWR[LFDWHG¶apt for the drunken Murphy). The vision of Murphy in his dicky bow by 
the sea raises the ghost of Dedalus, and bawdy haunts the verse (the gum dicky worm 
on the prowl). Joyce is acknowledging the comic common ground between the young 
                                                 
1
 Poems and Shorter Writings, ed. Richard Ellmann, A. Walton Litz & John Whittier-
Ferguson (London: Faber & Faber, 1991), p. 151. 
 2 
acolyte and the old Joyce, Beckett/Murphy seeking to be thought of as older than his 
years, a hundred and thirty, as well as properly godlike-Joycean-Irish (like the 
thunderword god that drives Finnegans Wake along, turfy as a peat bog). The teasing 
works partly because the form is reputedly Irish ± limericks, after all, were said to 
come from Limerick, though there is no evidence of WKHXVHRIWKHWLWOHµOLPHULFN¶DV
associated with the form before late nineteenth century.2 The anapestic rhythm, the 
silly rhyming, the low humour of the form binds Joyce and Beckett as though 
µ/LPHULFNHG¶WRJHWKHULQWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHWake (67.18). Yet the very use of the 
OLPHULFNLQ-R\FH¶VRFFDVLRQDOYHUVHUHSHUWRLUHLVLQGHEWHGWRthe Englishman Edward 
Lear whose work started the craze for the form in the 19th century and whose 
nonsense kept it alive into the 20th6RPHWKLQJRIWKHWXUQIURPWKHµ\RXQJ¶LQQRFHQFH
of the limerick as deployed by Lear to WKHµROG¶QRQVHQVHRIWKH,ULVKPRGHUQLVWVLV
WUDFHDEOHLQ-R\FH¶VWULEXWHWRMurphy: for something has occurred to return the 
OLPHULFNWRLWVROGHUDQGUHSUHVVHGREVFHQHURRWVIURP/HDU¶VQRVHupon which the 
birds of the air repose) to the gum dicky worm. In this chapter, I will be looking at the 
connections between language play and animal comedy in Lear and Joyce, and 
thinking about limericks in terms of modernist post-Freudian jokes: both consciously 
post-Victorian through -R\FH¶Vdeliberately provocative innuendo, as well as more 
subtly staging continuities between Lear's radical language playground and modernist 
exploration of taboo. 
 3DURG\DQGFRPLFSRHWU\SHSSHU-R\FH¶VOHWWHUVDVWKRXJKKHVDZDUHODWLRQ
between the intimate language of correspondence and the joshing, racy camaraderie 
of parody and light verse. A letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver in June 1925, for instance, 
details his most recent health difficulties; then moves on to news about early drafts of 
                                                 
2
 &*UDQW/RRPLVµAmerican Limerick Traditions¶Western Folklore 
Vol. 22, No. 3 (Jul., 1963), 153-157 (p. 153). 
 3 
the Wake, and finally to the fact the painter Patrick Tuohy is coming to paint him. It is 
WKLVWKDWWULJJHUVWKHFRPHG\IRU-R\FHIDOOVLQWRDVWUDQJHPXGGOHV\QWDFWLFDOO\µ+H
certainly wants me to pose myself and he certainly wants himself to pose me for 
himself and certainly he does now be wanting to paint me posed by himself, himself 
IRUP\VHOI:LWKDSRORJLHVWR0LVV*HUWUXGH6WHLQ¶3 The tangle confuses the posing 
affectation and self-ORYHRIWKHSDLQWHUZLWK-R\FH¶VVHOI-involvements as grand old 
man to be admired and preserved for posterity: the Irishness of the debunking raillery 
µGREHZDQWLQJ¶NLFN-starts the comedy as Joyce amuses Shaw Weaver with the 
parody of Stein (he follows quickly with jokey versions of Pound and McAlmon). 
The Stein sentence emerges from his own news, and foregrounds his own relationship 
to Shaw Weaver as patron (also as future editor of his letters) insofar as he understood 
the need to remain cheerful4 to amuse the gaze of the other who gives and enables 
representation to the world (Tuohy and Weaver). It also acts as an instance of the 
comedy of the Wake itself, its giant parodic machinery, its rhythms and fusional 
identities (Wyndham Lewis had provocatively accused Joyce of being in the Stein 
clan of time-servers).5 The letter is an act of self-representation, and the jokes play 
ZLWKWKHSDWURQ¶VJD]HKLQWLQJDWWKHVDPHµDSHRIJRG¶DSSURSULDWLRQRIWKHDUWLVWfor 
which the Stein parody mocks Tuohy. Affection may be governing the ground rules 
of the letter, yet its surface brio goes Irish on Shaw Weaver as though demarcating 
difference from the English money, as from the Catholic Nationalist Tuohy, as from 
Stein¶V American modernism. The apologies to Stein give a measure of the limits of 
                                                 
3
 Letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver, 13 June 1925, Letters of James Joyce, ed. Stuart 
Gilbert (London: Faber & Faber, 1957), 227-29 (p. 228). 
4
 A letter to Shaw Weaver says precisely this on 27 June 1924 (Letters, p. 217). 
5
 Time and Western Man has chapters on both Joyce and Stein. Wyndham Lewis, 
Time and Western Man (1927) (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1993) 
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portraiture in an age of aping hype, whilst finding energy and comic relief in a special 
kind of nonsense, the nonsense of a radical comedy of the word. The locutions of Irish 
µKLPVHOI¶DQGµFHUWDLQO\¶EORVVRPLQWRDFUD]\IRROLVKQHVVWKDWXQGRHVWKHVHOI
removes surety, makes a fool of the self-IDVKLRQLQJSRVHXU¶VGHVLUHVDQGJUHHG\
RQWRORJLFDOPDQRHXYUHVµKHFHUWDLQO\ZDQWVKLPVHOIWRSRVHPHIRUKLPVHOI¶7KH
satire here is indebted, however, to a very Irish solidarity with the fellow artist at 
another level: Tuohy, he told ShaZ:HDYHULQDQHDUOLHUOHWWHUµDV\RXmay have seen 
IURPKLVH\HV>«@LVYHU\PDOLFLRXV¶6  
 It is this comSOH[VHQVLQJRIWKHFDVKQH[XVIDPH¶VVSLQQLQJRIpublic 
reputation around secret motivationVDUW¶VODQJXDJH-game weave of representations 
ZKLFK-R\FH¶VFRPLFYHUVHLQKLVOHWWHUVVWDJHDJDLQDQGDJDLQDVWKRXJKSRNLQJIXQ
is always a dramatizing of the act of self-presentation, which is the matter of 
precarious and radical art. Nevertheless, critically, the dramatization has to be light-
hearted, play with a folk slapstick even, properly to capture the specifically Irish (self-
) mocking, rhizomatic creativity that observes the observing self under observation. 
And the limericks in the letters stand out as perfect exemplars of this. A postcard to 
Claud Sykes in 1917, for instance, carried this little limerick about patron John Quinn: 
 
7KHUH¶VDGRQRURIODYLVKODUJHVVH 
Who once bought a play in MS 
   He found out what it all meant 
   By the final instalment 
But poor Scriptor was left in a mess.  
(Poems and Shorter Writings, p. 117) 
                                                 
6
 Letter to Shaw Weaver, 27 June 1924, Letters 215-17 (p. 217). 
 5 
 
Quinn had bought the manuscript of Exiles and Joyce is here unpacking the little trap 
he felt locked up in as a result: being beholden to donors and suffering the 
importunities of a largesse which masks philistine incomprehension of the art project, 
whilst all the time remaining subject to the poverty and chaotic days of Grub Street. 
The limerick form is wry, however, about the predicament, pitching it in such a way 
so as to poke mild-mannered fun at the language medium of the art: note the poker-
faced cod clumsiness of the extra-syllabic VWXWWHUDQGDFFHQWXDOGLVDVWHURIµ+HIRXQG
'out what it 'all 'meant / By the 'final inst'al'ment¶7KHYHU\DFWRIVFULSWing plays for 
money and the indignity of hawking them around eats away comically at the 
language, leaving a mess of style. 
 One might speculate that Joyce learnt this from Lear. /HDU¶VOHWWHUVare also 
full of parody, self-PRFNHU\DVHQVLQJRIWKHDUWLVW¶VSHFXOLDULWLHVZLWKLQDZRUOGRI
mercantile representations. A letter to Chichester Fortescue in July 1859 from Rome 
SDURGLHV&ORXJK¶VAmours de Voyage, thereby occupying the point of view of 
&ODXGH¶Vaimless loveless misanthropy in Italy, as well as adopting the anapestic 
hexameter: 
 
%RWKHUDOOSDLQWLQJ,ZLVK,¶GSHUDQQXP 
:RXOGQ¶W,VHOODOOP\FRORXUVDQGEUXVKHVDQGGDPQDEOHPHVVHV 
Over the world I should rove, North, South, East and West, I would 
Marrying a black girl at last, and slowly preparing to walk into Paradise!7 
 
                                                 
7
 Letters of Edward Lear to Chichester Fortescue, Lord Carlingford and Frances 
Countess Waldegrave, edited Lady Strachey (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1907), p.  
 6 
The rhymes have the ghost of limerick rhythm haunting them; one could almost parse 
one from the lines by judicial cuts at the line-endings, and internal rhymes support 
this, almost: 
 
Bother all painting! I wish! 
:RXOGQ¶W,VHOODOOP\FRORXUVDQGEUXVKHV 
Over the world I should rove,  
North, South, East and West,  
Marrying a black girl at last! (Lear, Letters, p. 143) 
 
The artful abandonment of art, the roving wanderer figure, the exotic transgressive 
love life abroad: this is the Byron of Beppo, caught up in the money trap of the 
indigent scholar-gypsy, and reproducing family folly (his brother Charles reputedly 
married a West African woman, Adjouah, as a missionary). The self-deprecation, his 
DUWDVµGDPQDEOHPHVVHV¶WKHKLQWRIPHODQFKRO\LQWKHLGHDRIDIXWXUHZDLWLQJIRU
death, all this is turned on its head by the high-ball parodic glee; the curse at painting 
and of the neediness of the patronised is itself resisted with a sketch that immediately 
follows these lines: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
/HDU¶VVHOI-SRUWUDLWDVµWKLV*OREXODUIRROLVK7RSRJUDSKHU¶ULGLFXOHVKLVRZQURWXQGLW\
and his own begging bowl relations to the patrons of art. At the same time it rounds 
(Lear, Letters, p. 143) 
 7 
on the younger receiver of the gift, the bowl resembling the egglike self as though 
Lear was aware that this letter itself were a little part of him being given. Beneath the 
sketch he tells FortescuHKHZLOOWU\WRILQGWLPHµWRPDNHDTXHHU$OSKDEHW$OOZLWK
the letters beversed and be-aided with pictures, / Which I shall give ± EXWGRQ¶WWHOO
KLPMXVW\HWWR&KDUOHV%UDKDP¶VOLWWOHRQH¶Letters, p. 143). The sketch might be 
one of those pictures, for the letter B, the giant letter split into two pieces, the circles 
of Lear and bowl. Lear balloons up on tiptoe, his head an owl, the whole a B-owl 
become bowl become globe, a whole world of verse and pictures being offered as gift 
to Fortescue, just as these letters, with their topography, wit and sketch, offer globular 
Lear as peace offering to the world. It is telling that that gift is compared to the 
alphabet book gift to a very young child, a flourishing of the double art out of the 
VWXIIRIODQJXDJHµOHWWHUVEHYHUVHGDQGEH-DLGHGZLWKSLFWXUHV¶/HDUgives of himself 
as a globe of language-art designed for the child mind, TXHHU$OSKDEHWLFDOµSHUIHFWO\
VSKHULFDO¶RUERIWKHOHWWHUHG-picturesque. 
 ,WLV/HDU¶VOLPHULFNVZKLFKIDVKLRQDQDZNZDUGLGHQWLW\IRUWKHDUWLVWDQG
present that awkwardness as beautifully pitched between startled apprehension of the 
ways of the world and comically vital and lively imaging RIWKHVHOI¶VHFFHQWULFLWLHV
The artist is figured as songster, as musician, as dancer, as keen observer of nature, 
and always disguised as childish creature subject to prejudicial ire and satire. The Old 
Man with a gong, for instance, bumps it all day long, Lear acknowledging the 
awkward amateurishness that dogged his own sense of his artistic self; the art receives 
only derision and violent GLVGDLQµ%XWWKH\FDOOHGRXW³2ODZ<RX
UHDKRUULGROG
ERUH´6RWKH\Vmashed that Old Man with a gong.¶8 The illustration which 
                                                 
8
 Edward Lear: The Complete Verse and Other Nonsense, edited Vivien Noakes 
(London: Penguin, 2001), p. 160. 
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accompanies it reveals the artist floating in the air as he bounces with his bumps, eyes 
closed, self-absorbed, rising in ecstasy as he dances up and up; and his audience seem 
to be applauding but are in fact reaching for the gong and aiming their gong-
tormented ZLOOVH\HOLQHVDORQJWKHLURXWVWUHWFKHGDUPVDWWKH2OG0DQ¶VODUJHKHDG 
 
 
 
 
7KH2OG0DQKDV/HDU¶VURWXndity, and the Bowl of Peace is here the gong of his art, 
the egg-rich medium for a childish playful creativity that binds together the sound-
PXVLFRIWKHSRHWDQGD5RPDQWLFSDLQWHU¶VJUHHGLO\NLQHWLFPDNLQJWKHWZRGUXP
mallets signifying the double art. It is greedy because it initiates ecstatic feeding of 
the body: gongs were becoming popular to summon Victorians to their food. 
6LPLODUO\WKHµ2OG0DQZLWKDIOXWH¶attracts a snake to his boot with his 
music, as though art were dangerously Orphic; yet the same art can exorcise the sin, 
snake shooed from boot, as we VHHZKHQWKHIODXWLVWSOD\VµGD\DQGQLJKW¶µWKH
³sarpint´ took flight / And avoided that man with a IOXWH¶ (p. 162). 
 
 
 
 
Note how Lear connects the flute to the µsarpint¶ in the sketch, the snake a fluid 
version of the double flute, like a line of music. Why the boot, however? The strange 
dream indecency and magic of this is repressed DQGH[RUFLVHGE\WKHDUW¶VFRPLFOLJKW-
headedness which turns the threat to language game µWRRNIOLJKW¶FURVVLQJµWDNH
IULJKW¶ZLWKµWDNHWRRQH¶VKHHOV¶and sketch-joke (the visual rhyme of flute and 
 9 
snake) imaging /HDU¶V double medium. The double flute figures both pen and brush, 
and the sounds from the breath, there on the page as words, snake their way into 
squiggly line drawing too.  
 For Lear, the eccentricity of the artist figure is correlative partly to a post-
Romantic marginalizing of the bardic child of nature in the new culture of the 19th 
century, and SDUWO\WRWKHIHOWSUR[LPLW\RIWKHLQWHQVLW\RIDQDUWLVW¶VDFWVRIDWWHQWLRQ
to the morbidity and passionate fixations of the mad. We can see this in the limerick 
work that construes the darker affect of the isolate mind as the sleep of reason, as 
mental nonsense: the shallow comedy of the limerick form somehow holds these 
darknesses at bay or nestles them in comforting cottonwool, enabling a play with the 
illogic. There are limericks that attend to fixations with the natural world taken to 
absurd extremes, in a post-Romantic downward spiral into unreason. There are the 
bird fetish limericks, for instance, mockingly matching /HDU¶VRZQRUQLWKRORJLFDODUW
such as the Old Man with the beard full of nesting birds, and the young Lady with the 
bonnet which birds sit upon.9 TKHHFFHQWULFV¶KHDGVDUHIXOORIELUGV one is invited to 
reason, because they resemble Romantic poets identifying so strongly with their 
nightingales and skylarks, singers in nature like they are, their heads become nests. 
6RPHRI/HDU¶VSHRSOHEHFRPH flying creatures due to the intensity of their 
association with the world of flight: they climb trees to become like flocking birds, in 
ways that transgress and need to be redressed (the Old Man in a tree being horribly 
bored by the gigantic bee; the Old Man of Dundee who frequents µWKHWRSRIDWUHH¶ 
                                                 
9
 The relation between Lear and birds has been brilliantly explored by Matthew Bevis 
LQKLV&KDWWHUWRQOHFWXUHµ(GZDUG/HDU¶V/LQHVRI)OLJKW¶, Journal of the British 
Academy, 1 (2013), pp. 31±69 ± available here: 
http://www.britac.ac.uk/journal/1/bevis.cfm  
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until the crows disturb his birdlike peace; the Old Person of Jodd squeaking her 
whistle on the thistle-tree, the Old Person of Crowle screaming in the nest of owls).10 
7KH2OG0DQZKRVDLGµ+XVK¶LVWKHPRVWLFRQLFKLVJD]HRQWKHELUGLQWKHEXVKLV
so intense it both magnifies the bird and turns his own body into the bird: 
  
 
 
 
 
Again, the comedy of the language and of the artwork redeems any surreal darkness, 
VXFKDVWKHSOD\RQWKHSURYHUELDOµELUGLQWKHEXVK¶RUWKHH\H-rhyme between the 
ELUG¶VZLQJVand WKHPDQ¶VWDLOV and arms, and between WKHELUG¶VWDLODQGWKHPDQ¶V
stick (as pen or brush?). The fixations that transform the observer/artist persona can 
also switch into nightmare, as when the Old Man of Quebec suffers the giant beetle 
running over his neck (p. 85), or the Old Person in Black with the huge grasshopper 
on his back (p. 333). Or they can become innocently benign ± the eccentrics who 
UHVHPEOHELUGVWKH2OG3HUVRQRI1LFHµ:KRVHDVVRFLDWHVZHUHXVXDOO\*HHVH¶ [p. 
360]RUWKH2OG0DQRI'XQEODQHµ:KRJUHDWO\UHVHPEOHGDFUDQH¶ [p. 362]),11 or 
those who care for their animals with excessive love, like the Young Lady of Bute 
ZKRSOD\VMLJVIRUKHUXQFOH¶VZKLWHSLJVRQKHUIOXWH, the Old Lady of France teaching 
ducklings how to dance, the Old Man of Whitehaven dancing the quadrille with the 
ravenWKH2OG3HUVRQRI+RYHVWXG\LQJKLVERRNVµ:LWKWKH:UHQVDQGWKH5RRNV¶, 
the Old Man of Dumbree teaching owls to drink tea, the Old Person of Cannes 
                                                 
10
 The Complete Verse, pp. 161, 100, 355, 369.  
11
  
(Nonsense Omnibus, p. 173) 
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fanning fowls with a fan, the Old Person in Gray feeding her parrots carrots, or the 
Old Person of Skye waltzing with the bluebottle Fly (pp. 73, 346, 172, 352, 354, 364, 
368, 377). Either way, Lear seems to be exploring the relations of anima to animal, as 
though the beast fable of the animal limericks fables the beasting of the observer, a 
discovery of the weird logic underpinning Romantic ideology. The Romantic artist 
GHWDLOVWKHQDWXUDOZRUOGMXVWDV/HDU¶VµVHULRXV¶SDLQWLQJVWUDFNHGELUGVDQG
landscapes, because, the limericks surmise, the natural world releases the animal in 
men and women as creative core and as morbid isolating unconscious. The creative 
unconscious is animal, these limericks say in cryptic sketch and trivializing rhyme. 
 -R\FH¶VEHDVWIDEOHVLQWKH:DNHSOD\, activated by the same surreal energy, 
with the relations of language to the anima-animal borderline. We have a Lear-like 
IDVFLQDWLRQZLWKELUGLGHQWLWLHV$QQD/LYLDDV,VLVELUGRISDUDGLVHµshe comes, a 
peacefugle, a parody¶s ELUG¶dressed in the feathery guise of parody;12 Hosty as the 
ZUHQWKHZUHQWKHNLQJRIDOOELUGVµIRUKH
VWKHPDQQWRUK\PHWKHUDQQWKHUDQQ
WKHUDQQWKHNLQJRIDOOUDQQV¶>-17]); bards becoming birds in the sleep of 
UHDVRQDWWKHWZLOLJKWERUGHUµWKHKRXURIWKHWZDWWHULQJEDUGVLQWKHtwitterlitter 
EHWZHHQ'UXLGLDDQGWKH'HHSVOHHS6HD¶>-18]); the text of the Wake itself 
GLVFRYHUHGE\WKHKHQ%LGG\'RUDQµDORRNPHOLWWOHOLNHPHORQJKHQ¶>@; and 
µ0XVWHU0DUN¶WKHµUXPPHVWROGURRVWHUHYHUIORSSHGRXWRI1RDK¶VDUN¶. 
Birds are a key motif in the book, with references ranging from play with the myth of 
mad King Sweeney nesting in treesRUZLWKWKHµ:KR.LOOHG&RFN5RELQ"¶QXUVHU\
rhyme, to the dense bird textures of the Tristan and Isolde legend, the birds eerie 
witnesses to the Oedipal triangle of the two lovers and King Mark (who themselves 
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 Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & Faber, 1939) p. 11, line 9 ± henceforth in 
following format (11.09). 
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turn into bird creatures), gazing down from the topmast tree of the shipµ2YHUKRYHG
shrillgleescreaming. That song sang seaswans. The winging ones. Seahawk, seagull, 
curlew and plover, kestrel and capercallzie. All the birds of the sea they trolled out 
ULJKWEROGZKHQWKH\VPDFNHGWKHELJNXVVRI7UXVWDQZLWK8VROGH¶-18). As 
ZLWK/HDU¶VOLPHULFNVWKH turn to language game hushes the strangeness of the 
transformations in the Wake too. The bird in the bush staring at the man who said 
µKXVK¶KDVLWVFRXQWHUSDUWLQFinnegans Wake, with a similar querying of the 
marginality of those prone to mental flights of fancyµ%LGHLQ\RXUKXVK%LGHLQ\RXU
hush, do! The law does not aloud you to shout¶-6). 
 But what differentiates Joyce from Lear is of course the unrepressed bawdy 
WKDW-R\FH¶VQLJKWWLPHPRGHUQLVWIUDQNQHVVKDVUHOHDVHGIURPcensorship. The alliance 
of human and animal involved in the beast fabling of limerick and Wake nonsense 
may tally with /HDU¶VVHQVHRIWKHDQimal as unconscious, but it is the sexual 
unconscious for Joyce. µ,VWKH&R-Education of Animus and Anima Wholly 
DHVLUDEOH"¶ (307.3-4), the children are asked in the study room; the question 
DGGUHVVHVWKHULVNRIPL[LQJJHQGHUVEXWDOVRRIPL[LQJDQLPDDQGDQLPDODV,]]\¶V
footnote reminds us. She takes the mixing to mean boy and girl, so thinks of fairy 
tales used in teaching, and jokes that co-education is like putting Jack of Jack and the 
%HDQVWDONWRJHWKHUZLWK5HG5LGLQJ+RRG:KDWVKHZULWHVWKRXJKLVµ-HVWVDQGWKH
%HDVWDONZLWKDOLWWOHUXGHKLGLQJURG¶, note 1). The tales meant for children, 
under the pressure of bawdy jesting, release the animal unconscious into the language 
(beast talk) and its sexual focus is discovered as repressed phallic reality (rod, beast-
stalk). It is as though /HDU¶V snake escaping from WKHIODXWLVW¶V boot were to turn and 
speak its names, little rude hiding rod, beast-stalk, desirable animus/anima/HDU¶V
nonsense has grown up and the beast encounters turn nasty, turn into evidence of how 
adults feed off children, KRZZHSV\FKRDQDO\VHIDLU\WDOHDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VVWRU\DQG
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GLVFRYHUDGXOWVH[XDOLW\WKHUHµZHJULVO\ROG6\NRVZKRKDYHGRQHRXUXQVPLOLQJELW
on ¶DOLFHVZKHQWKH\ZHUH\XQJDQGHDVLO\IUHXGHQHG¶>-23]). In the post-
Freudian dream world, Wonderland (or the land where the Jumblies live) becomes the 
zone where the psychoanalytic encounter of analyst and analysand (psychoanalysis as 
µ6\NRV>«@RQ¶DOLFHV¶PLUURUVWKHSDHGRSKLOLDF/incestuous Carroll-Alice relationship 
it is discovering in the dreams of the child. The child is vulnerable (young and easily 
frightened) in this new way, for Joyce: the beasts encountered in dreams turn into 
figureheads for the phallic grisly Sykos trained in Jung and Freud. The nightscape of 
the unconscious, which Lear with some trepidation cast light on with his nonsense, 
becomes the dark shadowy sexual arena of the psychoanalytic setting: µLQWKH
SHQXPEUDRIWKHSURFXULQJURRP¶ (115.24).  
 Such is the power of this transferential transformation of dream and child by 
psychoanalysis that it is clear that the nonsense of Lear has also fallen under the 
penumbra of a Carroll-like procuring of the verse. The darker limericks stage suicidal 
impulse that veers towards the repressed zones discovered by Freud. The Old Man 
whose despair PDNHVKLPSXUFKDVHD+DUHIRULQVWDQFHUXQVµZKROO\DZD\¶RQLWV
back, the illustration featuring a grimly dreaming face whilst a hand holds the phallic 
tail of the hare behind as they rush towards oblivion.13 7KHµ2OG0DQDWD-XQFWLRQ¶
KDVKLVIHHOLQJµZUXQJZLWKFRPSXQFWLRQ¶DQG, although the train is gone (trailing 
dark smoke at the horizon in the sketch), he remains wailing his melancholy on the 
rails, awaiting annihilation (Nonsense Omnibus, p. 146)µ&RPSXQFWLRQ¶KDVDGRXEOH
sense: HLWKHUUHPRUVHIRURQH¶VRZQVLQVRUVRUURZVIRUWKHVXIIHULQJRIRWKHUVDQGLWV
                                                 
13
 7KRPDV'LOZRUWKQRWHVWKDWWKHPDQ¶VRWKHUKDQGVWUHWFKHVGRZQEHWZHHQKLVOHJV
DVWKRXJKLQPDVWXUEDWRU\SRVH&Iµ(GZDUG/HDU
V6XLFLGH/LPHULFN¶Review of 
English Studies (1995) XLVI (184): 535-538 
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etymology points to a pricking sensation, a puncturing. The Old Man is being pointed 
at in the sketch, just as the lines of the rails pass through his body, it seems, before 
ruling their way to the vanishing point of death. How his feelings are wrung is visible 
in the scrunched up form as though his RZQµUDLOWUDLQ¶KDVEHHQWRUQIURPKLVERG\ 
 The Young Lady in White inhabits a Goya-esque world, the illustration 
mimicking the etching µEl sueño de la razón SURGXFHPRQVWUXRV¶ (µFrom the sleep of 
reason monsters come¶) from Caprichos:  
 
 
 
 
7KH<RXQJ/DG\ORRNVRXWµDWWKHGHSWKVRIWKH1LJKW¶EXWWKHµELUGVRIWKHDLU¶WKDWVR
IDVFLQDWHWKHPLQGRI/HDU¶VHFFHQWULFVKDYHDPRUHEDOHIXOSXUSRVHDW1LJKWIRUWKH\
ILOOµKHUKHDUWZLWKGHVSDLU¶DQGRSSUHVVWKH<RXQJ/DG\LQ:KLWH7KHZKLWHQLJht 
opposition so central to the black and white sketches of the limerick art begins to blur 
and smudge, the birds ill-defined, smeary and grey, the night a wash of darkness. The 
Lady tapers off in her eerie flying posture, her arms holding her steady as though at a 
sill or wall, but curved and hooked as though turning into bird. The transfixed gaze at 
the owl with ghostly ghastly human features is odd too, the eyes swiveling up slightly 
whilst a dark scarf chokes her at the neck. The art matches the quiet melancholy of the 
OLPHULFNWKHµZKLWH¶-µQLJKW¶UK\PHVHHSVLQWRWKHUHVWRIWKHODQJXDJHWKURXJKKDOI-
UK\PHFRQQHFWLRQVZLWKµORRNHGRXW¶DQGµKHDUW¶DQGWKHµH-s-W¶SKRQHPHVLQ
(Nonsense Omnibus, p. 344)             (Wikipedia ² public domain) 
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µRSSUHVVHG¶OLNHWKHEOXUU\ZDVKRIWKHVNHWFK7KHUK\PLQJVXVWDLQVDQHHULH
PLUURULQJRIµELUGVRIWKHDLU¶ZLWKµKHDUWZLWKGHVSDLU¶DVWKRXJKWKHKHDUWwere the 
birds. From the sleep of reason birds of the air come, the predatory death-owls of the 
unconscious: the Lady in White rises as from her bed as dream self in contact with the 
night-FUHDWXUHVRIKHUKHDUW¶VGHSWKVWhat has been repressed now oppresses, 
pressing into the daytime of the book and page with the ink of another world. 
 The scene is, of course, uncanny, but it also uncannily anticipates one of 
)UHXG¶VGUHDPVWKHGUHDPRIWKH%LUG-Beaked Figures. Freud remembers a childhood 
QLJKWPDUHZKHUHKHZLWQHVVHVµmy beloved mother, with a peculiarly calm, sleeping 
countenance, carried into the room and laid on the bed by two (or three) persons with 
ELUGV¶ beaks. I awoke crying and screaming, and GLVWXUEHGP\SDUHQWV¶VOHHS¶.14 As 
Ronald Thomas has argued, the dream brings his mother into his room out of the 
room where she had been sleeping:  
 
It is difficult to imagine a more explicitly expressed wish for the mother than 
WKLVSLFWXUHRIKHUEHLQJEURXJKWLQWRWKHURRPRIWKHGUHDPHUDQGµODLGXSRQWKH
EHG¶7KHYDFLOODWLRQLQWKHGUHDPDFFRXQWEHWZHHQWKe numberVµWZR¶DQG
µWKUHH¶H[SUHVVHVWKHG\QDPLFRIWKHRHGLSDOWULDQJOHHVSHFLDOO\VLQFHWKHIDWKHU
is not mentioned in the scene.15  
 
                                                 
14
 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, transl. A. A. Brill (1900) (London: 
Wordsworth Classics, 1997) p. 419. 
15
 Ronald R. Thomas, Dreams of Authority: Freud and the Fictions of the 
Unconscious (Cornell UP, 1990), p. 44. 
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The beaked figures reference the Egyptian falcon-god Horus and his attachment to his 
mother Isis ± Freud had a statuette of Isis suckling Horus on his desk. The dream 
stages the death of the mother, as well as the sexual wish, and as a nightmare its 
horror lieVDVPXFKLQWKHER\¶VIHDURIWKHELUGFUHDWXUHVZKRlethally control the 
PRWKHU¶VERG\Freud also has something to say about birds in dreams and delusions 
ZKHQDQDO\]LQJ6FKUHEHU¶VSDUDQRLGEHOLHIWKDWthe magical rays sent by God were 
creating birds to shout and torment him from the outside if and when he managed to 
calm the nerve-YRLFHVLQKLVPLQG¶VHDU 
 
DVVRRQDVWKHµLQQHUYRLFHV¶DUHWKXVVLOHQFHGWKHUD\V must approach again and 
I hear words as from the talking birds impinging on my ears from outside. What 
they say is naturally immaterial to me; one will readily understand that ± having 
got used to it through the years ± I am no longer hurt when the birds shout at me 
RUPRUHFRUUHFWO\OLVSDWPHµ$UH\RXDVKDPHG¶LQIURQWRf your wife)? and 
suchlike. All this exemplifies the truth of the saying that every nonsense carried 
to extremes destroys itself in the end ± a truth which the lower God (Ariman) 
UHSHDWHGO\DIILUPHGLQWKHSKUDVHµ$OOQRQVHQVHFDQFHOVLWVHOIRXW¶16  
 
For Freud, these talking birds figured young girls carping at the inadequate, shameful 
male using rote language:17 DQGLQGHHG6FKUHEHUVWDWHVWKDWKHJDYHJLUOV¶QDPHVWR
                                                 
16
 Daniel Paul Schreber, Memoirs of My Nervous Illness, transl. Ida Macalpine (1903) 
(New York: New York Review of Books, 2000), p. 273. 
17
 Freud, Standard Edition of the Complete Works, ed. Strachey, J. (1958) Volume 
XII (1911-1913): The Case of Schreber, Papers on Technique and Other Works. 
(London: Vintage Classics, 2001), p. 36. 
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the bird-VRXOVEHFDXVHWKH\ZHUHOLNHOLWWOHJLUOVµLQWKHLUFXULRVLW\WKHLULQFOLQDtion to 
voluptuousness, etc.¶Memoirs, p. 195). But the matter goes deeper, for, for Schreber, 
the words chirruped by the birds are heavy with putrescent deadness, Leichengift, the 
SRLVRQRIFRUSVHVVLQFHWKHELUGVFDUU\WKHVRXOVRIWKHGHDG/HDU¶VLady in White is 
being oppressed by death-birds that speak with the language of the dead, close to 
signifying the girlhood of the dying/dead mother, but come from the other world to 
speak of shame in the maddening discourse of nonsense. The chirruping chatter of the 
soul-birds is the darker nonsense of madness as deranged language, which only 
training in higher forms of nonsense can undo. At the same time, the suicidal impulse 
of a mind that welcomes the destruction of the unconscious is audible in the accents 
RIµ$OOQRQVHQVHFDQFHOVLWVHOIRXW¶ 
 It is Freudian material such as this²)UHXG¶V GUHDPV6FKUHEHU¶VGHOXVLRQV²
that FUHDWHVWKHSHQXPEUDWXUQLQJDOOFKLOGUHQ¶VYHUVHDQGLWVGRXEOHDUWRIOHWWHUHG
pictures into family romance beast fable. Finnegans Wake is in many ways a simple 
demonstration of the unavoidably erotic nature of language post-Freud, but which 
also creaks open the doors of the sexual unconscious to overhear the self-cancelling 
QRQVHQVHWKDWFKDWWHUVDWQLJKWWRWKHPLQG¶VHDUAnd it is the limerick which, among 
many other popular genres and sub-genres, returns to its obscene roots in folk bawdy 
in the Wake, where Joyce GHFRQVWUXFWVWKHODQJXDJHWKHµQRQVHU\UHDPV¶
issuing from the signifying unconscious. The Wake returns to the obscene limerick as 
WRWKHUHDOµSKDOOLF¶URRWRIWKHIRUP\HWHQFRGHVLWZLWKLQDIRJRIZRUGVWKDWPXIIOH
and disguise the song and its potential picture-thinking. As Raphael Slepon and his 
invaluable FWEET website shows, a celebrated bawdy limerick is hidden away on 
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page 534.18 The passage LVDERXW+&(¶VOLEHOOHUIRUJHUDQGDFFXVHURQHRI6KHP¶V
shameful personae: 
 
the best begrudged man in Belgradia who doth not belease to our paviour) to 
my nonesuch, that highest personage at moments holding down the throne. So 
to speak of beauty scouts in elegant pursuit of flowers, searchers for tabernacles 
and the celluloid art! Happen seen sore eynes belived? The caca cad! He walked 
E\1RUWK6WUDQGZLWKKLV7KRP¶VWRZHOLQKDQG. Snakeeye! Strangler of 
soffiacated green parrots! I protest it that he is, by my wipehalf. He was leaving 
out of my double inns while he was all teppling over my single ixits. So was 
keshaned on for his recent behaviour. Sherlook is lorking for him. (Bold italics 
mine indicating limerick; 534.22-31) 
 
The underlying, limerick being bowlderized here is given by 6OHSRQDVµ7KHUHZDVD
young man from Belgravia / Who believed not in God nor in Saviour / He walked 
down the Strand / With his balls in his hand / And was had up for indecent behavior¶
The dream-rewrite Europeanizes and Irishizes the young man (he lives in Belgrade 
and/or Dublin where the North Strand UHSODFHV/RQGRQ¶V6WUDQG, just as it turns the 
OLPHULFNEDFNIURP/HDU¶VLQQRFHQWQRQVHQVHWRWKHPDOHVH[XDOPDGQHVVRIWKHEDU-
room, tool in hand. And yet the return to bawdy is itself subject to other forms of 
censorship: for the limerick is hidden awD\LQ+&(¶VGHIHQFHDJDLQVWWKHµFDFDFDG¶
it muffles the overt indecency of its original: µKLVEDOOV¶EHFRPHVµKLV7KRP¶VWRZHO¶ 
(for tool), and HYHQWKHZRUGµLQGHFHQW¶LVYHHUHGDZD\IURPDVµUHFHQW¶+CE uses 
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 Finnegans Wake Extensible Elucidation Treasury (FWEET) website: 
http://fweet.org/ [Accessed 11.02.2015]. 
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libel to defend himself against his accuseUEXWWKHSURWHVWVWUHVVHVWKHFDG¶V
drunkenness, and buries the limerick bawdy within its amorphous prose. Joyce shows 
sexual nonsense rising to the surface of the language, but catches the ego-defences in 
the act of repressing the evidence, enacting dream censorship, sublimation, 
condensation, lapses and translations.  
 The limerick, for Joyce, because of the new psychology and its revelations, 
must return to bawdy; but it must also turn Lear into one of the Sykos guiltily ogling 
little girls, like Carroll with Alice, Schreber with his soul-birds, Freud with his Dora. 
In the opening section accusing HCE of sexual misdemeanours in Phoenix Park, the 
QDUUDWRUVSHDNVZLWKWKHYRLFHRIWKHDFFXVHUµ1RZOLVWHQ0U/HHU$QGVWRZWKDW
sweatyfunnyadams 6LPSHU7DNHDQROGJHHVHUZKRFDOOVRQKLVVNLUW¶-6). Lear 
KDVEHFRPHWKHOHHULQJµROGJHHVHU¶UDWKHUWKDQWKHLQQRFHQW2OG0DQRIWKHOLPHULFNV
The limerick expands and becomes sickening innuendo-marked prose: 
 
He vows her to be his own honeylamb, swears they will be papa pals, by Sam, 
and share good times way down west in a guaranteed happy lovenest when May 
moon she shines and they twit twinkle all the night, combing the comet's tail up 
right and shooting popguns at the stars. Creampuffs all to dime! (65.7-14) 
 
This can be set with a ghost of a limerick shape and rhythm, though with a massively 
bloated last line: 
 
He vows her to be his own honeylamb,  
swears they will be papa pals, by Sam,  
and share good times way down west  
in a guaranteed happy lovenest  
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when May moon she shines and they twit twinkle all the night,  
combing the comet's tail up right and shooting popguns at the stars.  
Creampuffs all to dime!  
 
The limerick is saturated with a parodic impulse that has deviated from the 
unconscious depths of language and become merely social, dead-textual, cynically 
clichéd. The soul-birds speak the rote language not of the dead but of deadened 
discourse. The theme of the parody-deranged nonsense here is a low-down 
Americanized idiom PRGHUQL]LQJWKHURPDQFHRI/HDU¶VJD]HRQFRXSOHVLQKLV
nonsense, turning it trashy. And the couple turns quickly within the paragraph into a 
threesome, with the grandpa dreaming of canoodling two girls not one (like Noah 
dreaming of women coming two by two like the animals). They occupy the little boat 
of romance, like Lear's owl and pussycat, but again sexualized, cheap and tacky, 
cliché-ridden like a dime romance:  
 
he would like to canoodle her too some part of the time for he is downright fond 
of his number one but O he's fair mashed on peaches number two so that if he 
could only canoodle the two, chivee chivoo, all three would feel genuinely 
happy, it's as simple as A. B. C., the two mixers, we mean, with their cherrybum 
chappy (for he is simply shamming dippy) if they all were afloat in a 
dreamlifeboat, hugging two by two in his zoo-doo-you-doo, a tofftoff for thee, 
missymissy for me and howcameyou-e'enso for Farber, in his tippy, upindown 
dippy, tiptoptippy canoodle, can you? Finny. (65.26-33) 
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The rhymes arrange the prose into ghost limerick rhyme-scheme but doubled up, like 
the girl, from five lines to ten ± HIIHFWLYHO\DEDQGRQLQJWKHOLPHULFN¶VVKLSIRUWKH
dreamlifeboat of unctuous romance and popular song: 
 
he would like to canoodle her too >«@ 
O he's fair mashed on peaches number two  
so that if he could only canoodle the two,  
chivee chivoo,  
all three would feel genuinely happy,  
it's as simple as A. B. C.,  
the two mixers, we mean, with their cherrybum chappy  
(for he is simply shamming dippy)  
if they all were afloat in a dreamlifeboat, hugging two by two in his zoo-doo-you-doo,  
a tofftoff for thee, missymissy for me and howcameyou-e'enso f 
or Farber, in his tippy, upindown dippy,  
tiptoptippy canoodle, can you? 
 
The limerick, doubling all the time, may reveal the sexual wish fulfilment hidden 
away in the form; yet at the same time it obscures and censors, through bloated 
SDURG\WKHGHSWKVRIGDUNQHVVWKDW/HDU¶VOLPHULFNDUWJLYHVDVJLIW 
 Equally, however, as the nonsense self-destructs according to the logic of the 
innuendo machine, the doubling effect Joyce indulges here has a curiously Learlike 
HQHUJ\DWWKHORFDOOHYHORIWKHVHQWHQFHVRXQG7KHUHSHWLWLRQVRIµWRII¶µPLVV\¶DQG
µWLSS\¶LQWKHILQDOOLQHRIWKHGRXEOHOLPHULFNHQDFWWKHµWZRE\WZR¶GRXEOLQJWKDWLV
the textual materialisation of the Ark motif. But what makes the ark of the Wake 
sentence DµGUHDPOLIHERDW¶LVLWV local release of a different kind of nonsense, a lingual 
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dreamy delighting in phonemic flourishing, whereby letters become graphemic 
REMHFWVZLWK]DQ\PHWDEROLFHQHUJ\DOORIWKHLURZQ:LWKµhis tippy, upindown dippy, 
WLSWRSWLSS\FDQRRGOH¶-R\FHLVUHSOLFDWLQJ/HDU¶VZD\ZLWKZRUGV, a slanginess that 
breeds a playfulness of high rhyme and jesting sound-reduplications for their own 
damn sake. A comparable patch of Learese might be his letter of 18th November 
1858: 
 
 O mi! how giddy I is! ± Perhaps it is along of the cliff of Ain Giddi: 
perhaps of the glass of sherry & water close by ± RQO\,DLQ¶t drank it yet. 
I wen tup two the Zoological Gardings, & drew a lot of Vulchers: also I 
saw the eagles & seagles & beagles & squeegles: likewise the big bears & all 
the other vegetables. 
 
 
 
 
also the little dragging, who is the Beast of Revialations. (Lear, Letters, p. 
117) 
 
/HDU¶Vboyish lunacy allows the words to reproduce, following a phonemic logic that 
laughs at the need for semantic sense ± µHDJOHV¶GXSOLFDWHVWULSOLFDWHVTXDGUXSOLFDWHV
WLOOLWKLWVQRQVHQVHZLWKµVTXHHJOHV¶WKHµHD¶RIµHDJOHV¶KRSVDFURVVLQWRµEHDUV¶
ZKLOVWµWXSWZR¶µ9XOFKHUV¶DQGµEHDJOHV¶JHQHUDWHVµYHJHWDEOHV¶IRUFURVV-species fun. 
:HOHDYHWKH=RRLQWRQRQVHQVHIDQWDV\ZLWKWKHµGUDJJLQJ¶WKHµ%HDVW¶LVVXLQJERWK
from the animal topic, but also from the phoneme-pool (µtup tZR«seagles & beagles 
& squeeJOHV¶7KHZKROHSKRQHPLFµ-inglish Janglage¶(FW 275, fn) begins with the 
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words Joyce uses µWLSWRSWLSS\¶to create the tiptop-KHDY\µGRXEOLQJ¶UK\PLQJ
environment, yet its Revialations have no hint of a violating indecency, despite the 
naked camel of a dragon in the sketch and its arrow-like tail.  
-R\FH¶VZRUGJDPHVDUHcoloured, in contrast, by a release of libidinal energies, 
the canoe of the sentence-sound turning into a canoodling of jingling jangling 
phonemes into patterns designed to be sexily playful. 7KHµWLSWRSWLSS\¶ZRUGSOD\
draws its energy from the unconscious of language, the seething pool of phrase (tip of 
the tongue, tipping a wink, tipping the boat), slang (tiptop), and polysemy (tip as top 
of something, as shared secret information, as gratuity, as phallic head, etc.) which the 
PLQGSOD\VDURXQGZLWK$QG-R\FH¶VVHQVHRIWKHODQJXDJHXQFRQVFLRXVLVWKDWLWWRR
is libidinous, and not innocently Learlike and childlike.  
The word-objects generated by sheer play in Lear, like the nutcrackers, sugar-
tongs, broom, shovel, poker of the nonsense verse, are animate with animal high 
spirits. The words are jumbled up with tumbling, rumbling nonsensical energy that 
has to be expressed, like the Old Man of Spithead having to open his window to utter: 
µ³)LO-jomble, fil-jumble, / Fil-rumble-come-WXPEOH´¶ (p. 353) The very words here 
speak to their own curious crazy anarchy: they act like brimfully quixotic, random, 
mixed-up things WKDWWXPEOHRXWRIWKHµLQVLGH¶PLQGNo trace of sexuality is 
explicitly here, GHVSLWHWKHIDFWWKDWERWKµMXPEOH¶DQGµWXPEOH¶KDYHEHHQXVHGWR
mean sex. This is not to countermand the possibility of sexuality within Lear¶V
nonsense world: it is just that Joyce¶VEDZG\UHJLVWHUVWKHGLVFUHWLRQDQGUHODWLYH
innocence of the texts. 
,Q-R\FH¶V:DNH the objects are verbal too, yet act like highly sexualized part-
objects in the inner world of the dreamer µchild¶. 6KHP¶VKRXVHRI6KDPHIRU
instance, is crammed full of things that dare (not) tell their names, which include, 
from a much longer list: 
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fallen lucifers, vestas which had served, showered ornaments, 
borrowed brogues, reversibles jackets, blackeye lenses, family 
jars, falsehair shirts, Godforsaken scapulars, neverworn breeches, 
cutthroat ties, counterfeit franks, best intentions, curried notes, 
upset latten tintacks, unused mill and stumpling stones, twisted 
quills, painful digests, magnifying wineglasses, solid objects cast 
at goblins, once current puns, quashed quotatoes, messes of mot- 
tage, unquestionable issue papers, seedy ejaculations, limerick 
damns (183.16-24) 
 
The eye examines the array of things with both fervour and dreamy squalid suspicion, 
QRWLQJWKHHYLGHQFHRIGDPQDWLRQVFDWWHUHGPDWFKHVVLJQDOOLQJµIDOOHQOXFLIHUV¶HYLO
IDPLO\FRPSOH[HVµFXWWKURDWWLHV¶LPSOLHVDPXUGHURXVFXWWLQJDZD\RIIDPLOLDO
ERQGVEDGKDELWVµPDJQLI\LQJZLQHJODVVHV¶meaning something like this eye spies 
alcoholism through its SherlockiaQPDJQLI\LQJJODVVEDGVW\OHWKHµPHVVHVRI
PRWWDJH¶JLYHV-R\FH-as-Shem-as-Cain away). The list turns nasty as it proceeds from 
VW\OHWRVH[WKHPDVWXUEDWRU\FRUHRI6KHP¶VVKDPHEUed art visible in the mess of his 
URRPµXQTXHVWLRQDEOHLVVXHSDSHUVVHHG\HMDFXODWLRQV¶HQGLQJKHUHZLWK6KHP¶V
PRVWVKDPHIXOJHQUHWKHGDPQHGEDZG\OLPHULFN2EMHFWVLQKDELWWKLVµURRP¶DV
µRQFHFXUUHQWSXQVTXDVKHGTXRWDWRHV¶WKDWLVDVODQJXDJHrecycled according to the 
dictates of wit), but retain a thing-like energy that explodes two ways, as dream object 
µTXDVKHGTXRWDWRHV¶DVPDVhed potatoes) and as witty giveaway (the potatoes 
VRPHKRZVLJQDO6KHP¶VGHVWUXFWLYHZD\ZLWKWUDGLWLRQSHUKDSVEHcause the mess of 
WKHURRPDOZD\VDOUHDG\µPHDQV¶, in the world of dream interpretation, transgressive 
drives and dark will). Like all such signs in the Wake, the post-Freudian shamebred 
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music of language issues from the part-object word-things that hiss dark secrets of the 
family romance. Objects in the room speak the language of the unconscious, the 
URRP¶VIXUQLWXUHfetishized through both introjection and projective identification, 
revealing the haunting and tormenting of self by dark double: 
 
self exiled in upon 
his ego, a nightlong a shaking betwixtween white or reddr haw- 
rors, noondayterrorised to skin and bone by an ineluctable phan- 
tom (may the Shaper have mercery on him!) writing the mystery 
of himsel in furniture (184.6-10) 
 
This is the space of self-destructive nonsense that yet speaks as language-
unconscious: it LVVXHVIURP/HDU¶VSDSHUV\HWDVRSHQVHFUHWDVGDPQHG limerick, as 
quashed quotation; it damns itself whilst joking its way out of the mess of its 
disharmonies.  
 The oddballs LQ/HDU¶VOLPHULFNVKDYHEHQLJQDQGVXLFLGDOVLGHVWRWKHP, and 
Joyce may have been right to identify the sexlessness of 19th century nonsense as 
being shameful in its absolute self-censorship. There are other kinds of limerick 
creature, however, that are more dangerous ± neither innocent eccentrics nor 
deathwish dreamers. They are the angry and furious and violent, the gargantuan 
consumers, hungry wolfish eaters of the world. They include the Old Person of 
1HZU\ZLWKWKHPDQQHUVDOOµWLQFWXUHGZLWKIXU\¶µ+HWRUHDOOWKH5XJV$QGEURNH
DOOWKH-XJV:LWKLQWZHQW\PLOHV¶GLVWDQFHRI1HZU\¶7KH2OG3HUVRQRI
%DQJRUZLWKWKHIDFHµGLVWRUWHGZLWKDQJHU¶µ+HWRUHRIIKLVERRWV$QGVXEVLVWHG
on roots, / That irascible Person RI%DQJRU¶And there is the Old Man of Peru, 
WHDULQJRIIKLVKDLUEHFDXVHKHµQHYHUNQHZZKDWKHVKRXOGGR¶The great eaters 
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include the Old Man of Calcutta perpetually eating bread and butter, choking on a 
muffin; the Old Man of the South wiWKWKHµLPPRGHUDWHPRXWK¶VZDOORZLQJDGLVK
full of fish and also choking to death. The tearing and the swallowing act as varieties 
of the same assault on the world, an overpowering and disintegration of its objects by 
WKHVXEMHFW¶VZLOO They resemble the sadistic acts of infants as observed by Melanie 
Klein, enactments of the superego imagos within. For Klein, the tearing actions of the 
children are manifestations of the devouring death-instinct that the internalized 
SDUHQWDOILJXUHVFDQUHSUHVHQWµVLQFe devouring implies from the beginning the 
internalization of the devoured object, the ego is felt to contain devoured and 
GHYRXULQJREMHFWV>«@7KHVHFUXHODQGGDQJHURXVLQWHUQDOILJXUHV>PRWKHUDQG
father] become the representatives of the death instinct.¶19 The old men, devouring 
and tearing up the world, resemble insanely angry children in the illustrations, their 
frustration manifesting as aggression. Yet it is an aggression which has its source in 
ODFNRINQRZOHGJHWKH2OG0DQRI3HUXµQHYHUNQHZZKDWKHVKRXOGGR¶FORVHWR
.OHLQ¶VWKHRU\RIWKHHSLVWHPRSKLOLFLPSXOVHDQXQFRQWUROODEOHGHVLUHWRDSSURSULDWH 
that is WULJJHUHGE\WKHµHDUO\IHHOLQJRInot knowing¶20 These angry figures resemble, 
then, the persecuting parent-tyrants acted out by WKHFKLOG¶VRZQJXLOW\WKHUHIRUH
self-destructive) sadistic play-identity. 7KHµLPPRGHUDWHPRXWK¶DQGWHDULQJKDQGVRI
these creatures issue from fear of death itself. 
 Working in parallel with Lear and his staging of these superego monsters, 
-R\FH¶VOLmerick work, also, brings to the fore destructive parental imagos. In the 
                                                 
19
 µ2QWKH7KHRU\RI$Q[LHW\DQG*XLOW¶LQEnvy and Gratitude and Other 
Works 1946-1963 (New York: Random House, 1997), 25-42 (p. 30). 
20
 µ(DUO\6WDJHVRIWKH2HGLSXV&RPSOH[¶Selected Melanie Klein 
 edited by Juliet Mitchell (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 69-83 (p. 72). 
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nursery study, Shem begins a limerick (in the lefthand marginal note) about his sister: 
µThere was a sweet hopeful culled Cis¶2SSRVLWHLQFDSLWDOV, Shaun 
intellectualizes the implications of his brother beginning a limerick about Issy: 
µ85*(6$1':,'(585*(6,1$35,0,7,9(6(37¶LPSO\LQJWKDWWKHLQFHVW
WDERRLVEHLQJEURDFKHGLQWKHIDPLO\RUµVHSW¶7KHWH[WEHWZHHQWKHOLPHULFN
opening and the anthropological interpretation invokes the daughter figure as subject 
WRWKHIDPLO\FRPSOH[WKURXJKWLPHFDXJKWEHWZHHQSDUHQWVµEUDFHFRQJHQHUV¶IURP
*HQHVLVRQµ$GDPPDQ(PKH¶,VV\¶VRZQIRRWQRWHVUHVLVWWKHLPDJRVZLWKPDJLFDO
charm that scrambles the names of mama and papa, µ$QDPD$QDPDED$QDPDEDSD¶
and a violent angry aggression, if only in thought not deed, against their influence on 
KHUµ2QO\IRUKH¶VIDWKHULQJODZ,FRXOGVNHZHUWKDWROGRQHDQGVORVKKHURXWPDQ\¶V
WKHWLPHEXW,WKLQNVPRUHRIP\SRWWOHVDQGNHWWV¶. Intimations of the life and death 
VWUXJJOHKDXQWWKHWH[W&LVLVµFXOOHG¶; she dreams of skewering and sloshing her 
parents in abreaction). The limerick triggers this scening of the imago-as-violent 
deathwish, with at its heart a struggle over Oedipal meaQLQJVLQ/HDU¶VQXUVHU\ At all 
OHYHOVRI-R\FH¶V/LPHULFNHGDUWWKHUHDUHILOLDWLRQVWRWKHIUHQ]\DQGFODULW\RI/HDU¶V
way with the language of the barely repressed unconscious. If Freud marks the 
GLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHWZRZULWHUV¶KDQGOLQJRIWKHQLJhttime imagination in limerick 
form, it is also as true that Finnegans Wake marshals evidence of that difference in a 
PDQQHUWKDWSD\VWULEXWHWR/HDU¶VH[SORUDWLRQVGDULQJDQGXQSUHFHGHQWHGRIWKH
primitive urges of the family and its Oedipal eccentrics young and old. 
